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Mental Health Needs of Justice Involved Youth: 
The Need for a Coordinated, Multi-System Response 

 
Thank you for this opportunity to provide testimony.  I am Josette Saxton, Mental Health Policy 
Associate of Texans Care for Children, a nonprofit organization that works solely to improve 
outcomes for Texas children through policy change.  We come by our recommendations and 
policy positions through active dialogue with our network of members throughout the state 
who together represent thousands of Texas children. We also co‐convene various stakeholder 
groups, which bring together a wide range of organizations, families, and advocates around our 
areas of focus: early opportunity; infant, child and maternal health; children’s mental well-
being; child protection; and juvenile justice.     
 
Youth with mental health concerns receive services from multiple systems in Texas, but in an 
uncoordinated, fragmented, and costly way.  

 Numerous Texas agencies provide mental health services to children and youth: 
Department of State Health Services; Health and Human Services Commission; 
Department of Family and Protective Services; Texas Department of Juvenile Justice; 
Texas Correctional Office on Offenders with Medical or Mental Impairments; Texas 
Education Agency; Department of Assistive and Rehabilitative Services; and Department 
of Aging and Disability.   

 Nine Texas agencies reported total spending in the amount of $686,746,271 on 

services for children with serious emotional disturbance in 2008.i This figure does not 

include the amount of funds contributed at the local level, which is significant but 

unknown (education, juvenile probation).  

 Although they often serve the same youth, state and local systems typically operate in 

silos, driven by distinct funding streams, outcome measures, policies and procedures 

and lacking in interagency coordination, collaboration, or information sharing.  This 

leads to both gaps and duplications in services, increased burden on families, and 

missed opportunities to connect youth with interventions that produce the best 

outcomes based on their needs and functioning.ii  
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Texas has infrastructures in place that can help communities better coordinate and 
collaborate, but our systems are unaware of or have little incentive to use them. 
 

Community Resource Coordination Groups. Community Resource Coordination Groups, 

or CRCGs, are local interagency groups made up of representatives from schools, public 

and private health and human services agencies, faith-based organizations, local 

juvenile justice agencies, and other organizations who come together to develop 

individual plans for children and youth. More than half of youth and families served by 

CRCGs have been identified as having a need for mental health services. While each 

county in Texas has access to a CRCG that serves children, the level of operation across 

the state is not uniform. Inconsistent participation of local partners, staff turnover 

among local partners, and a dearth of flexible funding to meet the individualized needs 

of children and families prevent many CRCGs from better addressing the needs of youth 

with complex issues.4 Although the state does not provide funding to local CRCGs, some 

communities have secured local or grant funding to support their work. 

YES Medicaid Waiver Services. The Youth Empowerment Services (YES) Medicaid waiver 

project allows youth with serious emotional concerns, who are at risk of being 

hospitalized or placed in the child welfare or juvenile justice system, to enroll in 

Medicaid. This lets them receive traditional mental health treatments, such as therapy, 

as well as non-traditional supports, like transportation to appointments, while 

remaining in their homes.  The program currently operates in Bexar, Travis, and Tarrant 

Counties. The 83rd Texas Legislature appropriated funds to begin expansion of the 

waiver program statewide, with implementation in Harris County now underway.   

Texas System of Care. In serving kids with complex mental health needs, the Substance 

Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) recommends the use of a 

System of Care approach that has agencies partnering with families to provide children 

with coordinated care that targets their needs in a community setting with the goal of 

keeping them out of more restrictive settings such as hospitals, residential care, and 

justice settings. Last session, the Legislature established the Texas System of Care 

Consortium, an interagency consortium informed by family and community voice, to 

advise the Legislature and state agencies sitting on the Council on Children and Families 

on policy issues related to children’s mental health. The Consortium is also charged with 

overseeing implementation of a strategic plan designed to improve children’s mental 

health services and supports across systems, across the state.  The Texas System of Care 
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initiative has partnered with the Texas Institute for Excellence in Mental Health at 

University of Texas at Austin to provide cross systems training in communities on 

evidence based practice in serving youth with serious mental health concerns, including 

implementation and monitoring of outcomes. It is conducting a Texas Policy Academy 

on Mental Health and Juvenile Justice aimed at strengthening coordination between 

juvenile justice and mental health systems in local communities Policy Academy this 

year. Three communities/regions are participating and will receive technical assistance 

on effective collaboration and best practices, drawing on the expertise of Texas 

communities and the state, as well as national partners. 

Associate Commissioner for Mental Health Coordination at HHSC. The 83rd Texas 

Legislature established this new position at the Health and Human Services Commission 

to develop and coordinate the vision, policy and delivery of all mental health services 

both under and outside the enterprise umbrella.  

As Texas considers how to address the mental health needs of justice involved youth, it 

should both look to and strengthen its existing infrastructures that promote enhanced 

coordination and collaboration across the multiple systems serving this high need population.  

By enhancing cross-system coordination and collaboration in the areas of data and information 

sharing, service planning and delivery, dissemination of effective practices through training and 

technical assistance, identification and tracking of common outcomes, and flexible funding 

models, Texas stands to help more youth with serious mental health needs succeed in their 

homes and communities and keep them out of the justice system.  

Thank you for your time and commitment to Texas children and families. If you have any 

questions, please feel free to contact me at 512.473.2274. 

Respectfully, 

Josette Saxton 
Mental Health Policy Associate 
Texans Care for Children 
jsaxton@txchildren.org 
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i
 Texas Mental Health Transformation Workgroup. (2011). Coordinated Funding for Children with Serious 

Emotional Disturbance: Current Funding, Services and Recommendations.  

http://www.mhtransformation.org/documents/reports/CCF_FinalReport-508_April2011.pdf 
ii
 Texas Legislative Budget Board. (2007). Texas State Government Effectiveness and Efficiency Report. 

http://www.lbb.state.tx.us/Documents/Publications/GEER/Government%20Effectiveness%20and%20Efficiency%2

0Report%202007.pdf 
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